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THE REPRESENTATION OF PLACE IN MIDDLEMARCH
By Adam Wright
Critics in the past have tended to refer to the rootedness of characters in George Eliot's novels.
This is particularly true of Adam Bede, where the naturalistic roots of characters are often
explicitly stated, such as when Dinah affirms 'I'm not free to leave Snowfield, where I was first
planted, and have grown deep into it, like the small grass on the hill-top'.1 Catherine
Middleton, in her essay 'Roots and Rootlessness', when analysing Middlemarch refers to seven
different types of roots in just four pages (,emotional', 'physical', 'moral', 'affective', 'social',
'intellectual' ,and 'local').2 These terms not only complicate our understanding of the novel but
they also suggest a fixity, a rootedness, which the novel is in fact keen to resist (even
'rootlessness' suggests a fixed and definite inability to create place). People enter Middlemarch
but people also disconnect themselves from Middlemarch and the place is in a continual
process of reconstruction and renewal; towards the end of the novel, Middlemarch is constantly
referred to by departures, as Bulstrode, Lydgate, Rosamond and Ladislaw all deliberate over
their leaving Middlemarch and, by the Finale, Fred and Mary are the only main characters to
remain in Middlemarch, Dorothea, Ladislaw, Rosamond and Lydgate all having dislocated
themselves and relocated in London. Middleton's conceptualization of place in Middlemarch
in terms of roots and rootlessness is therefore problematic but how can place in Middlemarch
be better understood?
In the introduction to For Space, Massey posits three defining features of space: i) that space
is 'the product of interrelations ... from the immensity of the global to the intimately tiny'; ii)
that space allows for 'the existence of multiplicity' in that 'distinct trajectories coexist' and
people can interpret space differently; iii) that space is in flux, it is 'always under
construction ... It is always in the process of being made. It is never finished; never closed' .3
For Space is an argument for space as heterogeneous, open to interpretation and processual.
Massey's spatial theory renders the counterpositioning of space and place untenable. Instead
she sees place as a spatio-temporal event integrating space and time; place is figured spatially
(in Massey's terms) 'as open [ ... ] as woven together [ ... ] as in process' and temporally as 'a
moment...as a particular constellation' in time (Massey, p. 131). According to Massey, the
'event of place' , i.e. the creation of place, is 'that throwntogethemess [which brings with it] the
unavoidable challenge of negotiating a here-and-now [and] the coming together of the
previously unrelated' (Massey, pp. 140-1). In Middlemarch characters participate in this 'event
of place' and place is created, both communally and personally, by anticipating Massey's
theory of space. Her arguments inform our reading of both the domestic places in Middlemarch
and the social place of Middlemarch.
One of the first extended descriptions of place is that of Lowick Manor in Chapter 9. This
depiction, like the other few occasions in Middlemarch when the narrator describes the
physical environment at length, highlights physical and geographical aspects of the place
which are suggestively analogous with character. The description of the grounds of Lowick
Manor carefully orientates the reader in the environment and presents the surroundings in
extensive detail. The initial expansive vision - 'the glance swept uninterruptedly' - is then
restricted as the description moves around the house - 'the grounds here were more confined'
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- and the vision from the windows becomes blocked: 'large clumps of trees, chiefly of sombre
yews, had risen high, not ten yards from the windows'.4 The garden - 'with a sparse remnant
of yellow leaves' - is analogous with the house - it 'too had an air of autumnal decline' - as is
Mr Casaubon: 'he [ ... ] had no bloom that could be thrown into relief by that background' (pp.
67-8). Both Lowick Manor and Mr Casaubon are submerged into the surroundings; the place
becomes, in Massey's words, 'the product of interrelations', whereby each element is
interconnected with, and informed by, one another. Inside the house there are further
interrelations between person and place as the furnishings of the rooms seem to objectify
Casaubon's character. Within Lowick Manor the 'curtains with colours subdued by time' and
the 'dark book-shelves in the [ ... ] library', like the high yew trees in front of the windows,
topographically correspond with Casaubon's emotional, physical and academic lack of vision
(p. 68). These interrelations give credence to Bachelard's claim that houses signify 'the
topography of our intimate being' and they are evidenced again, in Chapter 29, when Lowick
Manor is described as Casaubon's 'mental estate mapped OUt'.5 The past, which Casaubon is
constantly figured as emblematic of, is a constant presence in the house: 'the carpets and
curtains with colours subdued by time', 'the curious old maps', 'the old vase', the 'faded blue'
furniture of Dorothea's boudoir (pp. 68-9). In fact, Dorothea's boudoir is 'a room where one
might fancy the ghost of a tight-laced lady' (p. 69) to appear, a room where one can imagine
the past literally being reanimated and present. Even the name of Casaubon's residence is
analogous with Casaubon's sterility and old age; Lowick can be broken up into low-wick thus
signifying a dwindling of energy and life, and the place is connected by name to both
Casaubon's character and the lack of interior illumination in the house.
Dorothea however '[finds] the house and grounds all that she could wish' for and the symbols
of the past '[have] no oppression for her', instead she sees her cramped surroundings as
blessed: 'everything seemed hallowed to her' (p. 68). Her 'delightful emotion' (p. 68) is in
marked contrast to Celia's and Mr Brooke's response to the place. Celia's first reaction is
surprised disappointment - 'Oh dear! [ ... ] I am sure Freshitt Hall would have been pleasanter
than this' (p. 68) - and she then resigns herself to despondent acceptance: 'Celia thought with
some dismalness of the time she should have to spend as bridesmaid at Lowick' (p. 71). Mr
Brooke, unlike Celia, tries to find positives in the environment when he suggests 'this would
be a pretty room with some new hangings, sofas and that sort of thing. A little bare now' (p.
69). Dorothea immediately refutes him: 'No, uncle [... ] pray do not speak of altering anything'
(p. 69). She is perfectly content with the place or, more precisely, with her interpretation of the
place. The interplay between the three characters in Chapter Nine demonstrates how people
interpret place differently, how 'distinct trajectories coexist' when people are negotiating space.
Place for Massey is 'always under construction' and the same is true for Eliot; many of the
places in Middlemnrch - most notably Lowick Manor, Rome and Stone Court - are in a
continual process of reconstruction; few, if any, of the environments depicted are closed or
conclusive. For example, in Chapter 28, when Dorothea returns to Lowick Manor from her
honeymoon in Rome, we find the place is reinterpreted by Dorothea. She discovers she has
misread Lowick Manor and the episode foreshadows Isabel Archer's disastrous
misinterpretation, in The Portrait of a Lady, of Osmond, and his 'house of darkness'.6 The
grounds of Lowick Manor, which were described in orientating detail in Chapter 9, have now
become etiolated and featureless: 'the distant flat shrank in uniform whiteness and low-hanging
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uniformity of cloud' (p. 256), 'the chill, colourless, narrowed landscape' (p. 258). Similarly,
inside her boudoir, 'the very furniture in the room seemed to have shrunk' (p. 256). On her
return from Rome, Dorothea has undergone a change which is subsequently reflected in her
reinterpretation of place. The 'light bookcase' (p. 69) of the boudoir has now become
'immovable' (p. 256) and the oppression from which she was initially free has now taken hold
of her as a 'dreary oppression' (p. 258). In the three months since Dorothea ftrst saw Lowick
Manor, 'each remembered thing in the room [has become] disenchanted' and 'deadened' (p.
258); the original connections and meanings have broken down and Dorothea - described as
'an incongruous renewal of life and glow' (p. 256) - is now displaced from her environment.
However, the 'concentric circles' (p. 248) of Rosamond's mirror in the previous chapter, begin
to form around Dorothea, and although 'every object is withering and shrinking away from
her', she soon makes new connections and objects begin to '[gather] new breath and meaning'
(p. 258). The miniature of Casaubon's aunt Julia becomes enchanted and animated: 'it was
alive now' (p. 258). The miniature gives Dorothea a 'vivid presentation': 'the colours
deepened, the lips and chin seemed to get larger, the hair and eyes seemed to be sending out
light' (p. 258). Dorothea's imagination brings the miniature to life and she makes new
associations between the miniature and Will Ladislaw; after her honeymoon in Rome, she sees
both Ladislaw and the ftgurine of his relative differently. The lips and chin getting larger
corresponds to the earlier observation of Ladislaw's 'mouth and chin [which is] of a more
prominent, threatening aspect than belonged to the [ ... ] grandmother's miniature' (p. 73). The
hair 'sending out light' recreates the moment in Rome when Ladislaw's 'hair seemed to shake
out light' (p. 196). Dorothea is making these new connections between her experience in Rome
and her present environment to forge 'new [... ] meaning' and redefme her sense of place,
thereby evoking Bachelard's conjecture: 'we are constantly reimagining [a house's] reality'
(Bachelard, p. 17). Her reinterpretation of the room is what Massey coins the 'event of place'.
Dorothea is engaged in the act of place-making and understands the room as a 'product of
interrelations' which is 'always in the process of being made'.
Looking more closely at the episode in Rome helps to understand the reason behind this
particular reinterpretation of place. The Rome scenes of Chapters 19-22 are an excursus and it
would be easy to read them as a dramatic set-piece in which the married couple are isolated in
a foreign land and detached from the rest of the novel. However, although there is a vast
geographical and cultural distance between Middlemarch and Rome, the themes and imagery
of the chapters are not far removed from the descriptions of Lowick Manor. Eliot seems to
suggest that geographical distance between places does not determine our experience of place.
Indeed, if we compare Lowick with Stone Court, we see just how much can change in a mere
two miles. The images of Lowick Manor are transposed onto Rome and read into the
surroundings; described as 'the city of visible history' (p. 180), Rome draws semiotic parallels
with the interior of Casaubon's home and its antiquated contents. In Rome, 'the past of a whole
hemisphere seems moving in funeral procession with strange ancestral images and trophies' (p.
180). Renmants of the past - 'ruins and basilicas, palaces and colossi' - make up a 'vast wreck
of ambitious ideals', 'spreading itself everywhere like a disease of the retina' (p. 182). 'The city
of visible history' reconstructs the rooms of Lowick Manor on a much bigger scale and when
this confronts Dorothea, her resultant 'stifling depression' is understood in suitably spatial
terms: 'the large vistas and wide fresh air which she had dreamed of fmding in her husband's
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mind were replaced by anterooms and winding passages which seemed to lead nowhither'
(p. 183). The newly-discovered interrelation between Lowick Manor and Rome causes
Dorothea to reconstitute her understanding of Casaubon in uncomfortably claustrophobic
terms.
Ladislaw interprets Rome differently from Dorothea. Looking at the Classical works of art is
'painful' for Dorothea: 'when 1 begin to examine the pictures one by one, the life goes out of
them, or else is something violent and strange to me' (p. 193). Whereas for Ladislaw, the
experience is far from painful: 'I enjoy the art of all sorts here immensely' (p. 193). Rome
inspires Ladislaw and his artist friend Naumann; the latter is 'painting industriously' (p. 200)
whilst the former 'traces out the suppressed transitions which unite all contrasts' (p. 181).
Ladislaw's mind is animated by the Roman environment - 'flexible with constant comparison'
- which explains 'the enjoyment [that he] got out of the very miscellaneousness of Rome'
(p. 198). 'Miscellaneousness' implies something similar to the word 'throwntogetherness'
which Massey coins in For Space; the mental act which Ladislaw is engaged in is what Massey
means by 'the event of place'; Ladislaw is fmding 'vital connection' (p. 198) within the
'miscellaneousness', or the 'throwntogetherness', of Rome. He is able to trace 'the suppressed
transitions which unite all contrasts', i.e. the previously undiscovered connections, and the
narrator observes of Ladislaw: 'Rome had given him quite a new sense of history as a whole:
the fragments stimulated his mind and made him constructive' (p. 199). Ladislaw is
constructing histories and places out of fragments, connecting and relating the disparate parts
that constitute the whole. This activity is a process of 'constant comparison', and the failure
Ladislaw identifies in Casaubon's work is the failure to engage in this process of making new
connections: 'new discoveries are constantly making new points of view[ ... ]. It is no use now
to be crawling a little way after men of the last century' (pp. 207-8). Dorothea, unlike
Casaubon, responds positively to Ladislaw's presence and, whilst in his company, Dorothea
believes Rome 'would have been full of beauty [and] winged with hope' (p. 201). Rome takes
on a new potential for Dorothea when with Ladislaw, her surroundings '[gather] intelligibility
and even a natural meaning' (p. 200), and her sense of Rome as a place is redefined. Ladislaw,
in encouraging Dorothea to interpret Rome differently, thereby anticipates the moment in
Chapter 28 when his likeness animates the family miniature in Dorothea's imagination.
The brief depiction of the Garth's House in Chapter 24 seems to be exceptional within the
novel. The house is 'a little way outside the town' (p. 227) and a little way outside the novel.
The place harks back to another time and the road out of town functions almost as a root
stretching out to the past, mapping the place temporally and spatially. When Fred arrives at the
Garth's house in Chapter 24, he negotiates, in the words of Massey, a 'here-and-now' by
'drawing on a history and a geography of then and theres'. He 'like[s] it' because, 'knowing it
by heart', he can draw upon past sensory experiences - 'smelt deliciously of apples and
quinces' - to give him a lived-in sense of the place (p. 227). These memories give Fred a
physiognomy of the place which is particular to him. However, the place is constructed and
ordered by Fred only through his memories and past experience; this gives his sense of place
a fixity and a rootedness which Eliot, like Massey, is keen to avoid. This is echoed by Dorothea
when she looks out of her window in Chapter 54 and is wary of the spatial fixity of her
surroundings: 'the familiar scene was changeless, and seemed to represent the prospect of her
life, full of motiveless ease'. The Garths' house seems fixed in the past - 'old-fashioned', 'old
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house' - and fixed in Fred's mind, rather than a space which is 'always under construction' as
Massey would have it. The place is not a place in Massey's terms and neither is it in Eliot's
terms; the Garths' House is glossed over in the narrative, located on the periphery of
Middlemarch and unusually anonymous.
When Fred enters the house he literally and figuratively opens the door on the Garths and
shows us the dynamic of the family at work. Mrs Garth is depicted in this episode as almost
the archetype of female subjugation, she 'discerns what is unalterable, and submits to it' and
holds the belief that the female sex 'was framed to be entirely subordinate'. She is firmly
located in the kitchen - 'at certain hours was always in the kitchen' - and this is where Fred
finds her when he intrudes upon the house. However, what is most disconcerting is her
description as a 'mother too often standing behind the daughter like a malignant prophecy "such as I am, she will shortly be"'. The pun on 'malignant' plays upon its two meanings of
'harmful' and 'disposed to rebel against authority' by suggesting that Mrs Garth is 'harmful'
precisely because she prevents her daughter from being 'disposed to rebel against [her]
authority'.7 The suggestion here is that the social dynamic is prescriptive, fixed and static:
'such as I am, she will shortly be'. There seems to be a correlation between the fixity of Fred's
sense of the place and the fixity of the family structure within that place; indeed the word
'garth' meaning a 'small piece of enclosed ground' is perhaps analogous with the narrow
domestic containment of Mrs Garth.8 A connection is made between Fred's stagnant and
unchanged interrelation with the place and the static interrelations between people within that
place. Place, as advocated by Massey and Eliot, should be in a process of continual adjustment
and, when the Garth's house challenges Massey's theory, the stagnancy of such a place is
reflected in those who inhabit it.
Stone Court and the Garth's house, like Rome and Lowick Manor, are two places which we are
encouraged to read alongside one another. Stone Court, unlike the Garth's house is defined
nominally, and the surrounding landscape of Stone Court, whilst similar to that of the Garth's
house, is also presented differently and in greater detail. In Chapter 12, Fred and Rosamond,
on their way to Stone Court, ride through 'a pretty bit of midland landscape' and the nature they
pass on their journey is described (and defined) by its ongoing actions and processes: 'spread
out', 'trees leaned', 'mid-pasture', 'grew', 'making', 'huddled'. The nature of Stone Court,
unlike that of the Garth's house, is very much in the present; it is alive and mid-process. The
human development of the area is governed by the same natural order and defined in suitably
organic terms: 'arrested in its growth toward a stone mansion by an unexpected budding of
farm-buildings'. This awareness of the connection between natural and social processes is,
coincidentally, integral to Massey's event of place (Massey, p. 141). The surroundings are also
described in unusually colourful and painterly terms: 'bushy beauty', 'coral fruit', 'red
background', 'wondrous modulations oflight and shadow' (p. 96). The nostalgic and romantic
language of this initial description of Stone Court evokes the pastoral world of Adam Bede.9
The ride to Stone Court also recalls the Introduction to Felix Holt, when the coach journey
takes the narrator rapidly from one phase of English life to another, from bustling
manufacturing towns to the slow-moving countryside. The ride to Stone Court follows the
same pattern as it takes Fred and Rosamond out of Middlemarch to an environment resembling
the Hayslope of Adam Bede. The journey is presented as an hodological act of place-making:
as they move through the landscape, the 'dear' places from Fred's and Rosamond's past are
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humanized and sentimentalized by Eliot's attention to the 'particular physiognomy' of the
'little details' (p. 96), just as with Fred at the Garths' house. However, unlike Fred's
appreciation of the Garths' house, the semiotic 'little details' of the Stone Court surroundings
are 'still allowed' to grow and characters continually reorder and reinterpret their processural
environment.
These active elements of nature suggest why Stone Court, rather than the Garths' house, is
'always under construction' and why it is continually reinterpreted by various characters. When
Mr Featherstone dies and leaves Stone Court in his will to his illegitimate son, Joshua Rigg,
the new owner redefines the place. 'Looking out on these grounds as their master', Rigg
Featherstone appreciates the order and control he has as 'master' of Stone Court: 'the garden
and gravel approach[ ... ]were never in better trim than now' (p. 387). As an intruder, an
outsider, with no historical sense of the place, Rigg Featherstone defies the community's
valuation of the place when he sells it on to Mr Bulstrode: 'every one had expected that Mr
Rigg Featherstone would have clung to it as the Garden of Eden' (p. 488). The 'cool and
judicious' Rigg Featherstone defines and values the place in financial terms: 'Joshua Rigg
looked at Stone Court and thought of buying gold' (p. 488). When Mr Bulstrode assumes
ownership of Stone Court, the place soon reverts to how it was before Rigg Featherstone: 'the
fine old place never looked more like a delightful home' (p. 494). Everything is blooming, and
nature, no longer controlled and 'trim', is described as fulsome, peaceful- 'the very noises all
around had a heart of peace within them' - and is now given freedom, with flowers 'running
away over the low stone wall' (p. 494). Massey's notion that place is 'always under
construction' and that it allows for 'distinct trajectories [to] coexist' is typified by Stone Court:
the place is defined by Fred and Rosamond, redefined by Rigg Featherstone and redefined
again by Mr Bulstrode. Stone Court, like Lowick Manor and Rome, presents place as being
continually defined, and redefined, by individuals.
Middlemarch as a lived place, as a social organism, is constructed in much the same way as the
particular domestic environments within it. People, both individually and communally, orient
and construct places, and just as characters define and redefine places, so the community of
Middlemarch collectively define Middlemarch as a place. Massey's definition of space as 'the
product of interrelations' is stylistically realized in Middlemarch; the interconnections between
particular places, symbols, characters and themes all work to create the sense of Middlemarch
as a lived-in place. Metaphors of biological science proliferate in the text and the images of
webs, tissues, seeds and organisms all hint at the kind of Darwinian connectedness which
Gillian Beer discusses in Darwin's Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and
Nineteenth Century Fiction. There are recurring oppositional motifs of light/dark, life/death,
open/closed spaces which relate to other characters and other episodes each time they are used.
In Chapters 80 and 81 for instance, Dorothea's and Lydgate's realizations are interconnected
by the same imagery: the 'man with a bundle on his back and a woman carrying her baby' (p.
741) is refigured in the subsequent chapter as Lydgate 'carrying that burthen [of domestic life]
pitifully' (p. 752). These interrelations bind people and places together; creating and defining
a sense of community. 'In unravelling certain human lots, and seeing how they [are] woven and
interwoven', Eliot seems to be challenging what Darwin terms the 'inextricable web of
affinities', she believes art is a way of 'unravelling' and extricating that which Darwin deems
'inextricable' .10
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The interconnectivity of Middlemarch - and of Eliot's formal theory - aligns itself with
Massey's spatial theory. In 'Notes on Form in Art', Eliot claimed the highest form of art was
the 'most varied group of relations bound together in a wholeness' (p. 433) and Eliot, like
Massey, is fascinated by 'the relational constructedness ofthings', how parts work together and
against each other to constitute the whole (Massey, p. 10). This formal interrelatedness is also
evidenced, dramatically, when characters create place by actively organizing and coordinating
the parts that constitute the whole. Rosamond does this with the furniture at Lowick Gate 'arranged objects all around her with the same nicety as ever' (chapter 77) - as does Dorothea
with the objects in Lowick Manor, and Ladislaw, in Rome, takes pleasure 'out of the very
miscellaneousness' of the place where 'the fragments [stimulate] his mind'. These three
moments in the novel are instances of Massey's 'event of place'; the characters obtain a sense
of place by 'the coming together of the previously unrelated' into a 'product of interrelations' .
Middlemarch, as a place, not only influences characters but actively defines them. When we
are first introduced to the Brookes in the novel's opening chapters, they are located socially;
we understand them only by their social relations within the family and within the
Middlemarch community at large. The Brookes are introduced to us in terms of their social
effects: 'was usually spoken of' (p. 7), 'was held in this part of the country' (p. 8), 'the rural
opinion' (p. 9). They are defined by their connections and interrelations with the community.
The Middlemarch community is however less harmonious than that of Hayslope in Adam
Bede; in Hayslope, during Hetty's trial, 'one sob' is collectively shed by the community and
'one soul moves in them all' (AdamBede, pp. 427, 435). The narrator encourages us to be wary
of these choric social definitions of character expounded at the beginning of Middlemarch. In
Chapter 10, the narrator warns 'against any absolute conclusion' on character formed on the
basis of a single impression (p. 77). Instead we are encouraged to adapt Massey's assertion
about place - that 'distinct trajectories coexist' - and understand it in terms of people, since
individuals can 'remain virtually unknown - known merely as a cluster of signs for his
neighbour's false suppositions' (p. 133). For the novel, and the characters within it, 'signs are
small measurable things but interpretations are illimitable' (p. 23). Those interpretations are
'distinct trajectories', which are many and varied and always open to the possibility of
misinterpretation. People can just as easily be misread as places; Dorothea misinterprets both
Casaubon and Lowick Manor, Lydgate is mistakenly accused of Raffles's murder, Rosamond
misreads Ladislaw's affections for Dorothea as meant for her. In Middlemarch, the event of
place is analogous to the experience of character; interacting with either place or character
necessitates 'the unavoidable challenge of negotiating[ ... ]the previously unrelated' without
allowing that interpretation to be crystallized into an 'absolute conclusion'.
Middlemarch is not only, in Massey's terms, a 'product of interrelations' and a place where
'distinct trajectories coexist', it is also 'always under construction'. Massey posits space as a
sphere:
of dynamic simultaneity, constantly disconnected by new arrivals [or
departures], constantly waiting to be determined (and therefore always
undetermined) by the construction of new relations. It is always being made
and is always therefore, in a sense, unfinished. ll
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Middlemarch evokes this aspect of space: it is a 'dynamic' space, is 'always being made' and
it 'constantly' makes and breaks connections. The name Middlemarch, if broken down to
middle-march, suggests, oxymoronically, the middle of 'a boundary or frontier of a country,
district, or region' P In that sense, Middlemarch is located at the centre of a transitional space
between two areas, it is a place of mobility and transition. The characters of Lydgate, Ladislaw,
Joshua Rigg and Raffies as intruders or outsiders are examples of Middlemarch as a transitional
space; they show how Middlemarch is a 'dynamic' environment which is 'constantly
disconnected by new arrivals'. It is also adept at 'the construction of new relations':
'Middlemarch [ ... ] counted on swallowing Lydgate and assimilating him very comfortably' (p.
144). Middlemarch, like a living organism, is in a constant process, in a constant state of flux;
it makes 'fresh threads of connection' in the 'vicissitudes which are constantly shifting the
boundaries of social intercourse and are begetting new consciousness of interdependence' (p.
88).
Middlemarch is a place which accords with Massey's sense of place; it is 'the product of
interrelations [... ] from the immensity of the global to the intimately tiny'. Middlemarch is a
socially organized place and, with its own media, political and judicial systems, is internally a
'product of interrelations'; newspapers, elections, mayors, politics and a 'jail' all illustrate how
'municipal town and rural parish [have] gradually made fresh threads of connection'.
Middlemarch is also a 'product of [its external] interrelations', municipal towns were
becoming increasingly connected with the capital in the 1830s, expansions in both the railway
and central government meant provincial life was increasingly influenced by London, for as
Ladislaw notes: 'public life was going to be wider and more national'. Eliot is also keen to
place the novel temporally by referencing contemporary national events in 1829-32; such as
Robert Peel inheriting a baronetcy (3 May 1830): 'the celebrated Peel, now Sir Robert' (p.
301); the dissolution of Parliament (26 June 1830): 'now that George IV was dead, Parliament
dissolved' (p. 344), and the passing of the Reform Bill: 'it was just after the Lords had thrown
out the Reform Bill' (p. 773). These historical checkpoints, often at the beginnings of chapters,
relate Middlemarch and its inhabitants to external, national events and each 'construction of
new relations' informs and recontextualizes our sense of Middlemarch 'as a particular
constellation' in time (Massey, p. 131).
In Middlemarch, characters and places are rarely, if ever, fixed (indeed the one instance when
a place seems rooted - the Garths' home - the rootedness is reflected in a static family
dynamic); 'character [ ... ] is a process and an unfolding' (p. 140) and likewise, characters are
continually constructing, or reconstructing, places. From Dorothea interpreting Lowick Manor
and then reinterpreting it on her return from Rome, to Rigg Featherstone redefming Stone
Court, to Ladislaw altering Dorothea's sense of Rome, places in Middlemarch are constantly
reconstructed by people engaging with them in different ways. Place in Middlemarch is better
understood in Massey's spatial terms than by Middleton's readings of fixed rootedness. Place,
according to both Middlemarch and For Space, is not rooted, stable or passively obtained.
Rather it is an ongoing activity that requires constant participation. The places within
Middlemarch can be read alongside Massey's work in For Space; the narrative seems to
anticipate and to explore Massey's theory in terms of both personal and social spaces. The text
presents place as interrelated, open to different interpretations, and in flux, and Eliot's
understanding of, and attentiveness to, this process informs not just the characters'

58

relationships with places but also affirms the continuous act of place-making which Massey
argues for.
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